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Abstract 
 
A central claim of public relations is its strategic role in understanding the 
environment and advising management on adjustment and adaptation initiatives to 
achieve best fit between organization and environment. The resulting legitimacy or 
social acceptance of the organization therefore is a critical outcome for the public 
relations function and relies on careful understanding of both social expectations and 
appropriate strategies to achieve acceptance. This paper explores public relations’ 
conceptualisation of this function and explains why public relations scholars should 
reconsider the use of the mass media in a strategic function. The limitations of 
resource dependency theories that underpin adjustment and adaptation approaches can 
be addressed through concepts in ecological and institutional theory about 
environmental pressures on organizational structure, strategy and practices. Within this 
perspective the mass media are an environmental actor that confers legitimacy. Mass 
media are also active in depicting opinions of those social actors who have the power 
and ability to influence organizations. I argue that opinions about legitimacy depicted 
in mass media are a source of intelligence that can drive strategic organizational 
action.  
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Introduction 
Systems theory perspectives of public relations are based on a central claim 
that public relations professionals act as boundary spanners who seek to understand the 
organization’s environment and counsel management on how to secure a strategic fit 
between the organization and its environment (Cutlip, Centre & Broom, 2000; Grunig 
& White, 1992). The ultimate goal of this fit is to acquire resources needed to survive. 
One of the central organizational requirements needed to successfully garner resources 
from the environment is legitimacy (Hannan & Freeman, 1989; Meyer & Rowan, 
1992; Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). Legitimacy is a perception of appropriate 
organizational activity (Meyer and Rowan, 1992; Suchman, 1995), and a top priority 
for public relations in both understanding social expectations and managing the 
perceptions of legitimacy held by the organization’s publics (Bartlett, 2004a, 2004b; 
Boyd, 2000; Giaradelli, 2004; Metzler, 2001).   
In this paper I argue that opinions about legitimacy depicted in mass media 
provide a source of environmental intelligence that guides strategic organizational 
action to achieve legitimacy. Despite the links between mass media and public 
relations, media influence on organizations is not explicit in the public relations 
literature. This paper reviews the existing understanding of the role of media in public 
relations and in relation to legitimacy. It then proposes that impersonal media effects 
creates understanding of the organization’s social environment that in turn can guide 
public relations activity in line with organizational strategy. Propositions are then 
developed for exploring the relationship between opinions about legitimacy in the 
media and organizational activity in terms of supportive, reactive, and proactive 
organizational behaviour. Implications for public relations are then discussed. 
Strategic public relations and use of media 
Conceptualisations of strategic public relations see the function playing an 
integral role in assisting the organization to monitor and interpret its social 
environment and in advising management on establishing and maintaining 
organizational legitimacy as a foundation for long term organizational success. 
Notions of two way symmetrical communication (Grunig, 1992; Grunig & Hunt, 
1984) demonstrate reciprocal influence of organizations and environments. This differs 
from asymmetrical views of public relations where the role of media is as a tool for 
organizational influence on the environment (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). This notion of 
reciprocal influence can be considered ecological (Everett, 2001) in terms of the 
mutual adaptation of organizations and environments within which organizational 
success is determined.  
The role of public relations, like other social sciences, is linked to 
understanding and explaining behaviour (Grunig & White, 1992). The rapid growth of 
the discipline has occurred alongside the increase in mass media and the evolution of 
the modern notion of ‘organization’ which has become the dominant social 
organizational device in contemporary society (Aldrich, 1999). The influence of media 
on the social system was captured by Lippman (1922) in his discussion of mass media 
in the relationship between the scene of the action, perceptions of action and response 
based on the perceptions. Advances in mass communication and global technology 
have expanded the impact of media on the social system, increasing access to a wider 
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range of information and decreasing the lag time between action and opinion formation 
(Schoenbach & Becker, 1995).  
While the evolution of public relations has led to an increasing emphasis on 
activities such as strategic management advice, issues and crisis management, the role 
of media relations has also remained dominant in the text book tradition (Cutlip, 
Center, & Broom, 2000; Johnston & Zawawi, 2003; Newsom, Turk, & Kruckeberg, 
2000; Seitel, 2001; Wilson, 1997). Here mass media is conceptualised as a 
communication channel for organizational use in achieving goals of publicity, 
impression management, and public opinion influence (Cutlip et al., 2000; Johnston & 
Zawawi, 2003; Newsom et al., 2000; Seitel, 2001). The public relations role involves 
preparing and placing media material. These asymmetrical communication activities 
made possible through the use of mass media can be useful for those organizations 
endeavouring to influence the social environment but do not address the reciprocal 
notion of media influence on organizations. While there are references within the 
public relations literature to the notion that media influences organizations (Cutlip et 
al., 2000; Guth & Marsh, 2004; Johnston & Zawawi, 2003; Lattimore, Baskin, 
Heiman, Toth, & Van Leuven, 2004; Newsom et al., 2000; Wilcox, Ault, & Agee, 
1998), details about its impact on organizational activity is sparse. 
Open systems thinking (Katz & Kahn, 1966) that became dominant from the 
1960s provided a significant new perspective on viewing organizations by considering 
the relationship between organizations and their environment. This contingency era 
provided a significant shift in organizational thinking from the rational efficiency of 
organizations to a focus on the relationship between organizations and their 
environment (Robbins & Barnwell, 2002). 
Theoretically public relations embraced the notion of the organizational-
environmental nexus as a foundation for the discipline. Seminal work by Cutlip, and 
Centre (1952) in positioning the theoretical foundations of public relations in an open 
systems perspective has produced a firm strand of inquiry for the discipline being 
situated in organizational theory (Grunig & White, 1992). Resource dependency and 
contingency theories have provided a foundation for important work (Grunig, 1992; 
Grunig & White, 1992; Grunig, Grunig & Ehling, 1992) in theorising the changing 
face of public relations in a strategic context. Reflecting the growing need for 
organizations to deal with an increasingly demanding environment, public relations 
professionals have also moved from roles as publicists and flak merchants. This 
provided an important step for positioning the public relations function as a role 
concerned with environmental scanning and organizational adjustment and adaptation 
(Grunig, 1992), moving it away from conceptualisations as a persuasive, corporate 
journalistic role. However while the public relations literature suggests that the 
management function of public relations assists the organization in adjusting and 
adapting to ensure fit with the social environment, the role of media in this process is 
not explicit. The link between media and organizational attempts to adjust the 
environment are prevalent in the asymmetrical models, but there is an absence of 
discussion of the influence of media on organizations in adapting to the environment.  
Developments in organizational theory, such as ecological and institutional 
perspectives that became prominent from the late 1970s, provide a framework for 
considering the impact of media on organizations. The common focus of these theories 
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is the impact of environments on organizations. These theories set out to explain the 
issues arising from earlier organizational theories that viewed organizations as tools 
for manager’s control (Hannan & Freeman, 1989). Despite the contingency era’s 
recognition of the relationship between organization and environment, the focus 
remained on organizational determination over environment. Ecological and 
institutional perspectives move the focus of organizational studies away from short 
term adjustment and adaptation, such as through resource dependency theories, to a 
paradigm of longer term selection and organizational survival (Hannan & Freeman, 
1989; Meyer & Scott, 1992b). For public relations practitioners seeking to position the 
discipline as a strategic management function that would assist in long term 
organizational success, this provides a perspective for furthering conceptualizations of 
public relations activity. One way of incorporating these theories into views on public 
relations is through a central construct of ecological and institutional perspectives - 
legitimacy.  
Legitimacy, institutional theory and organizational outcomes 
Literature in public relations has already discussed establishing and 
maintaining organizational legitimacy to ensure the organization’s right to exist and 
conduct operations (Giaradelli, 2004; Metzler, 2001). Legitimacy is one of the central 
tenets of ecological and institutional theories that suggests organizations compete for 
social as well as economic fit with the environment (Aldrich, 1979). Organizations are 
successful in an institutional world where survival relies on adopting socially and 
culturally legitimate ways of conducting business. Legitimacy is a perception (Meyer 
& Rowan, 1977) that the organization’s actions are aligned with environmental 
expectations of organizational behaviour. Legitimacy is gained when organizations 
meet norms and expectations of the social system (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Meyer & 
Scott, 1992a). This shows their worthiness to garner resources needed for 
organizational survival.  
However legitimacy, while deemed an objective state, comes from subjective 
matter. Legitimacy is not achieved by organizations meeting standards of rational 
technical efficiency. Rather it is based in perceptions of whether the organization 
meets expectations of appropriateness in terms of its operations and its relationships. 
These perceptions can include perceptions of appropriateness of organizational tasks 
and their alternatives; assessments of efficiency and effectiveness; and perceptions of 
equitable use of human resources and rational use of resources (Meyer and Scott, 
1992).  Suchman (1995) offers the definition that “legitimacy is a generalised 
perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or 
appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and 
definitions” (p. 362).  
Organizational legitimacy is an assessment that organizations meet the social 
system’s expectations of appropriateness (Deephouse & Carter, 2004). When an 
organization is considered legitimate, its ability to attract resources from the social 
environment and therefore its chances of survival increase (Hannan & Freeman, 1989).  
Legitimacy is further enhanced by the frequency that organizations within a 
population, or industry, feature the same structures, practices or strategies (Haveman, 
1993; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983).  
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Mimicking structures, practices and strategies of legitimate organizations is one 
strategy for organizations to become legitimate. Mimicking or isomorphism is a useful 
strategy in an environment of uncertainty. One way organizations can do this is by 
becoming similar to other organizations that are already perceived to be legitimate 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Another way is to become isomorphic with structural and 
cultural processes that are perceived to increase legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1992). 
This way, organizations adopt activities that are expected, or demanded, by influential 
social actors in order to become legitimate. This type of isomorphism reflects 
organizations adapting to changing social expectations. 
Media and legitimacy 
Since legitimacy is linked to patterns of sociological authority supported by 
nationwide and worldwide environments rather than simply local conditions, 
organizations need to understand social expectations outside their field of experience 
(Lomi, 2000; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Mass media with their rapid and extensive 
ability to transmit information across national boundaries are well placed to fill such a 
gap. The link between mass media and legitimacy has already been explored. The 
mass media have been considered influential social actors that confer legitimacy on an 
organization as they can be influential in holding power within the social system to 
endorse an organization and its activities (Deephouse, 1996; Galaskiewicz, 1985; 
Hybels, Ryan, & Barley, 1994). Some researchers treat media’s role as providing a 
reflection and measurement of public support for an organization and therefore its 
legitimacy (Baum & Powell, 1995; Deephouse, 1996; Ruef & Scott, 1998). Another 
role for the media is in publicising information about organizations in order to build 
cognitive legitimacy or taken-for-grantedness for the organization or organizational 
activity (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Baum & Powell, 1995). The publicity function of 
media is also used when an organization’s activities are being scrutinised by the social 
system. Media can report attacks on organizational legitimacy (Dowling & Pfeffer, 
1975; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). However, the mass media are also used as a tool for 
organizations to rebuild legitimacy when they are challenged. Through impression 
management techniques often used in crisis management, organizations use the media 
to signal to the social environment that they are adopting legitimate activities or are 
decoupling illegitimate aspects of the organizations from the core of the organization 
(Allen & Caillouet, 1994; Elsbach, 1994; Elsbach & Elofson, 2000; Elsbach & 
Kramer, 1996; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992; Massey, 2001). 
 
Table 1 
Media and legitimacy 
 
Media confers legitimacy (Deephouse, 1996; Galaskiewicz, 1985; 
Hybels et al., 1994) 
 
Media measure legitimacy (Baum & Powell, 1995; Deephouse, 1996; 
Ruef & Scott, 1998) 
 
Media act as a tool for building cognitive 
legitimacy 
(Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Baum & Powell, 1995) 
 
Media act as a tool for managing legitimacy (Allen & Caillouet, 1994; Elsbach, 1994; 
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Elsbach & Elofson, 2000; Elsbach & 
Kramer, 1996; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992; 
Massey, 2001) 
 
However an important shortcoming in this literature is the failure to address the 
effect that media have on organizational understanding of legitimacy and subsequent 
organizational activity to meet these standards of legitimacy. 
A strategic role for mass media in public relations – impersonal effects 
While lacking the trustworthiness of opinions on local matters, media has an 
expertise as a reliable source of information about issues of a global community (Mutz, 
1998). The mass media can also create influence by mirroring opinions of others in the 
social system by indicating what others are thinking about (Schoenbach & Becker, 
1995). Theories of impersonal influence of media prevail when the information content 
of the media is outside the experience of individuals and others in their social networks 
(Mutz, 1998). This is most likely to occur in complex societies with well developed 
media systems when mediated information is concerned with issues outside individual 
experience. This has coincided with a change in news reporting from event coverage to 
a greater proportion of interpretation of events especially by organised groups in the 
social environment (Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997). In these instances, the media provide 
both content through information, but also influence by presenting others’ opinions 
about issues. Mass media can substantially influence individual’s perceptions of the 
nature of their social environment and perceptions of what others believe within this 
social environment (Mutz & Soss, 1997). This is consistent with research that shows 
that mass media have a stronger influence on perceptions of social level problems 
(Mutz, 1998). The resulting perceptions of the ‘collective other’ provided through the 
media about events, and responses to events, can be important when considering 
legitimacy of organizational activity.  
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Figure 1: Relationship between media coverage and legitimacy 
 
Central to organizational understanding expectations of legitimacy is 
organizational learning (Miner & Haunschild, 1999; Miner & Raghavan, 1999) and the 
information organizations seek from the environment to determine organizational 
action (Greve & Taylor, 2000; Kondra & Hinings, 1998). This study suggests mass 
media is a source of information about legitimacy in the environment. As legitimacy is 
a perception of appropriate organizational activity (Meyer and Rowan, 1992; 
Suchman, 1995), organizational action is driven by an understanding of those 
perceptions of legitimacy. Media have an impersonal influence by showing opinions 
that lead to perceptions of what others think of the world (Mutz, 1998). Therefore this 
study argues that depictions of opinions about legitimacy in mass media provide 
information about legitimate and appropriate organizational action. The process of this 
action is described in Figure 1. This figure describes the process of depictions of 
opinions about legitimacy (Mutz, 1998); organizational monitoring (Aguilar, 1967; 
Media depictions 
of opinions about 
legitimacy 
Organizational 
actions to 
achieve 
legitimacy 
Monitoring of 
organizational 
activity by other 
organizations and 
social actors 
Media monitoring 
by organization 
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Ferguson, 2000; Walker, 1997) of those depictions; resulting organizational action or 
lack of action (Cyert & March, 1992; Daft & Weick, 2001); and monitoring of 
organizational activity by influential social actors (Baum & Powell, 1995; Deephouse, 
1996; Ruef & Scott, 1998). 
To date, this paper has established media as a source of information about 
opinions about legitimate behaviour. The relationship between these opinions about 
legitimacy and organizational activity is a central concern of this paper and for public 
relations. Organizations can become legitimate by conforming to commonly used 
strategies, structures and practices that are acceptable to the social environment 
(Fligstein, 1991; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983). This isomorphism is both the state and 
process through which organizations become alike and therefore legitimate 
(Deephouse, 1996; Deephouse & Carter, 2004; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & 
Scott, 1991; Ruef & Scott, 1998). These discussions typically consider populations of 
organizations. Populations are groups of organizations that coexist, competing for and 
dependent on the same set of limited resources that support them (Hannan & Carroll, 
1992; Hannan & Freeman, 1989). Isomorphism increases the survival rate of 
organizations in three ways: 
1. Populations of organizations look the way they do because their members 
face similar challenges in accessing resources. 
2. When organizational activity is ‘legitimate’ or acceptable according to the 
social system, this activity is selected and retained by the organizational population as 
the best way to attract and retain resources for that population, in that social system, at 
that point in time.  
3. Isomorphism across the population increases the chances of success of 
individual members - being different to other organizations within the population 
increases chances of failure. 
As a central notion in institutional views of organizational theory, isomorphism 
encompasses a range of environmental pressures on organizations including coercive 
(regulatory/legal); normative (professionalization); and mimetic (similarity). The 
approach I take is mimetic isomorphism to consider the similarity of particular 
attributes of an organization to those of other organizations in their population or 
industry. Mimetic isomorphism is particularly useful when dealing with uncertainty 
and ambiguity in the environment (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Zucker, 1989). 
Understanding depictions of opinions about legitimacy in the mass media becomes 
more important when the environment is uncertain as more environmental scanning is 
required to understand the environment and how to access resources (White & Dozier, 
1992). The following propositions have been developed to explore the relationship 
between media depictions about opinions about legitimacy and mimetic organizational 
behaviour. 
 Supportive organizational behaviour 
Organizational size is an antecedent of legitimacy (Baum & Oliver, 1991). 
Through building extensive networks of relationships with other organizations in the 
social system, over time organizations become accepted and legitimate. As size 
increases, these networks become more extensive, tightening these relationships. As 
organizations become more powerful in the social system, more organizations also 
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become dependent on them for resources (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). As such, large 
powerful organizations are less likely to have their legitimacy questioned by other 
social actors. Larger organizations are likely to be more legitimate than smaller 
organizations (Baum & Oliver, 1991) despite the fact that large organizations are 
likely to attract more negative media coverage than smaller organizations (Deegan, 
Rankin, & Tobin, 2002).  Thus: 
Proposition 1: Positive and negative depictions of opinions about legitimacy of 
large organizations are likely to be related to supporting existing organizational 
behaviour.  
High-performing, old and large organizations are characterised by inertia 
thereby preventing change (Greve & Taylor, 2000; Hannan & Freeman, 1989; Kelly & 
Amburgey, 1991). Large organizations attempt to manage notions of legitimacy 
through influencing their power over the environment (Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). 
These organizations are also likely to be active communicators reinforcing their status 
in the social systems including through message dissemination in the mass media to 
create legitimacy (Baum & Powell, 1995; Elsbach, 1994). Therefore:  
Proposition 2: Positive depictions about existing organizational activity lead to 
maintenance of that activity. 
Reactive organizational behaviour 
Principles of mimetic isomorphism suggest that organizations imitate other 
organizations in a population that are perceived to be more successful and legitimate 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Successful organizations provide a template for other 
organizations to copy in an uncertain environment (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Hannan & Carroll, 1992; Oliver, 1990). Late adopters within a population are also 
likely to mimic others in the population in order to gain legitimacy (King, 2002). 
Media are a source of information about what is legitimate (Greve & Taylor, 2000). 
Impersonal media effects theories suggest that the media provide information about 
what others think (Mutz, 1998) is legitimate. Therefore: 
Proposition 3: Depictions of positive opinions about organizational activity 
will lead to mimetic organizational behaviour by other organizations in that 
population. 
Proactive organizational activity 
Some organizations in the population will actively interpret the environment 
and the extent and nature of the environmental change and experiment with ways to 
address these issues if environmental scanning does not reveal an apparent solution. 
For these organizations, understanding legitimacy would require understanding social 
expectations in the broad context of the environment where legitimacy is formed rather 
than through diffusion of a solution within a population. For these organizations, 
environmental scanning would seek to identify legitimacy expectations and potential 
solutions from the environment. This organizational interpretation mode of discovering 
(Daft & Weick, 2001) is characteristic of those organizations that experiment in order 
to give themselves a competitive advantage over others within their population (King, 
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2002). This proposition is based in the Meyer and Rowan (1977, 1992) notion that 
legitimacy is meeting social expectations of appropriateness. Copying opinions about 
legitimacy presented in mass media reduces some of the potential chance of failure due 
to change, as the ideas presented in mass media are already linked with opinions of 
legitimating social actors. Therefore: 
Proposition 4: Depictions of positive opinions about stakeholders’ expectations 
of legitimate activity leads to adoption of new organizational activity. 
Another form of mimetic isomorphism is to mimic characteristics from other 
populations that are perceived to be legitimate (Baum & Oliver, 1991). Due to the 
broad nature of legitimacy, this can be copied from organizational activity in national 
and international domains (Lomi, 2000; Meyer & Scott, 1992b).  Evolution comes 
through trial and error in seeking to create variations that improve the fit of the system 
(Campbell, 1969). Copying or “borrowing” between social groups is potentially an 
efficient way to introduce new practices to an organization’s activities (Romanelli, 
1999). Organizations actively introduce variation as a strategy for competitive 
advantage, greater organizational performance and legitimacy. Therefore:  
Proposition 5: Depictions of positive opinions about legitimate organizational 
activity in another population leads to adoption of new organizational activity. 
These propositions and the relationships between media depictions and 
organizational activity are presented in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Supportive, reactive and proactive organizational behaviour 
 
 Supportive Reactive Proactive 
Opinions in mass 
media 
Opinions of 
organization about 
their position 
Depictions of 
opinions about 
activities of more 
successful and 
legitimate 
organizations in 
their population 
 
Depictions of 
stakeholders 
opinions about 
legitimacy 
expectations outside 
their population 
Organizational 
activity 
Replicates existing 
activities 
Imitates activities of 
more successful 
organizations 
Innovates and 
develops new 
activity to anticipate 
and meet 
stakeholder needs 
 
Proposition of 
relationship 
between 
depictions of 
opinions and 
organizational 
Proposition 1 & 2 
Organization uses 
positive & negative  
media coverage of 
their activity to 
Proposition 3 
Media coverage 
provides 
information about 
more legitimate 
Proposition 4 & 5 
Media coverage 
provides intelligence 
of stakeholders 
expectations about 
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activity support continuing 
that behaviour 
organizational 
activity within the 
population 
legitimate 
organizational 
activity from outside 
the population 
 
 
Conclusion and implications for public relations 
This paper seeks to explore and build understanding of public relations’ 
monitoring of the environment and its relationship to organizational activity. In doing 
so it provides foundations to claims of the management role of public relations and the 
unique organizational function of understanding the social environment and translating 
that to organizational outcomes that can lead to organizational success. It develops 
public relations theory by marrying two core fields of expertise within the discipline – 
mass media effects where public relations has a long history of experience, and 
organization theory and the management role of the public relations function. It does 
this through the core notion of legitimacy.  
In addition it seeks to provide a framework to match public relations activity 
with organizational strategy. As such public relations can provide a more informed 
contribution to achieving organizational goals by using appropriate techniques from 
the public relations tool box. It also seeks to establish a two way symmetrical 
understanding of the influences between media and organizations in pursuit of central 
claims of adjustment and adaptation. The scenarios of supportive, reactive and 
proactive organizational behaviour to achieve legitimacy can be linked to particular 
organizational strategies and public relations activities.  
The supportive category would reflect the actions of powerful organizations 
that seek to maintain the status quo. Large organizations are more likely to be 
legitimate due to their size and the dependency of other organizations on them. These 
organizations would more likely expect adjustment of the social environment to 
organizational demands with little adaptation by the organization. Public relations 
activities would seek to reinforce the organization’s position. Media remains a tool for 
organizational use and depictions of opinions in media reflecting organizational action 
and support are used to reinforce that position. 
The reactive category conceptualises organizations that seek to become 
legitimate by adopting practices of more successful and legitimate organizations. The 
public relations function would scan the environment for more legitimate 
organizational activity by using positive depictions of opinions about the activities of 
other organizations in the industry as a source of intelligence. The counselling role of 
public relations would provide recommendations to management of ‘best practice’ in 
order to increase the organization’s legitimacy and success. In this scenario, the 
organization adapts to expectations of the environment. 
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Table 3 
Relationship between media depictions, organizational and public relations activity 
 
 Supportive Reactive Proactive 
Opinions in mass 
media 
Depictions of 
opinions of 
organization about 
their position 
Depictions of 
opinions about 
activities of more 
successful and 
legitimate 
organizations in 
their population 
 
Depictions of 
stakeholders 
opinions about 
legitimacy 
expectations outside 
their population 
Organizational 
activity 
Replicates existing 
activities 
Imitates activities of 
more successful 
organizations 
Innovates by new 
activity to anticipate 
and meet 
stakeholder needs 
 
Relationship 
between 
depictions of 
opinions and 
organizational 
activity 
Organization uses 
positive media 
coverage of their 
activity to reinforce 
continuing that 
behaviour 
Media coverage 
provides 
information about 
more legitimate 
organizational 
activity  
Media coverage 
provides intelligence 
of stakeholders 
expectations about 
legitimate 
organizational 
activity 
 
Examples of 
public relations 
activities 
Monitoring 
clippings to justify 
existing programs 
Implementation of 
internal and external 
communication 
programs that are 
‘best practice’ in 
industry 
Issues management 
Lobbying and 
agenda building 
to set new standards 
of legitimacy for 
industry 
Value to 
organization 
Validating existing 
position to the 
social environment 
Understanding 
industry best 
practice to become 
legitimate 
Understanding 
expectations of 
social environment 
to gain competitive 
advantage and 
legitimacy 
 
Approach Adjustment Adaptation Adjustment and 
adaptation 
 
The proactive scenario is likely to be that of an innovative organization that 
seeks to gain competitive advantage by leading the industry in terms of its activities. 
The public relations function in this organization would use depictions of opinions 
about desired organizational activity to guide pubic relations counsel. The practitioner 
would use mass media to access leading edge expectations in the national or 
 
 
Strategic media use and PR          14 
international arena in order to support the organization’s innovative strategy. Public 
relations activities to underpin the innovative reputation of the organization would 
include lobbying to establish their activities as the new benchmark for the industry, 
and agenda building within the mass media. This approach would include both 
adjustment and adaptation of the organization and its environment.   
While the notion of public relations as a management function is normative, 
this paper seeks to explain an explicit relationship between media coverage, public 
relations activity and organizational strategy for success. As such it addresses a central 
claim of public relations and underpins the role as a strategic function of management. 
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